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Abstract 
This research presents the results of a survey carried out in order to evaluate the impact of cooperative learning 
training delivered by CeSeDi (Centre of Didactic Services) over a ten-year period. CeSeDi is a public institution 
operating in the Turin district in the field of in-service teacher education. We collected data about the following 
dimensions: a) the role of individual and organizational factors in the process of training transfer; b) the impact of a 
group of teachers acting as coaches for the implementation of cooperative learning methods in different schools; c) 
the role of school networks in the improvement of teaching and learning quality; and d) the nature and dynamics of 
learning within a professional community composed of expert teachers. The data was analysed using both 
quantitative and qualitative methods. The results of data analysis show the evolution of the teaching profile and time 
for professional development. 
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Keywords: School; professional development; cooperative learning; PLC  
1. Introduction 
To achieve their full potential as adults, young people need to develop a range of skills and knowledge that 
facilitate mastery and have application in the twenty-first century. Through deeper learning (which often involves 
shared learning and interactions with others in a community), the individual develops expertise in a particular 
domain of knowledge and/or performance (NAP, 2012). If the twenty-first century demands new skills from 
students, this request has a consequent implication on the skills their teachers should have. Teachers should lead 
classes with more effective and innovative teaching methods (Schleicher, 2012; Benavides, 2010). As a 
consequence, improving the quality of teaching continues to be one of the major objectives of education (Vaillant, 
2009). One of the crucial issues is the quality of in-service teacher training. As Talis’ survey reports, there is a very 
strong correlation between the development activities of teachers and their actual development as teachers. If 
teachers feel that a development activity has had limited impact, this is likely to colour their decisions, and perhaps 
those of their colleagues, regarding future participation in that activity (Talis, 2009, p.73). 
* Piergiuseppe Ellerani. Tel.: +39-0472-014122  
   E-mail address: piergiuseppe.ellerani@unibz.it 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
 2013 The Aut ors. Publi hed by Elsevier Ltd. Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Selection and peer review under responsibility of Prof. Dr. Ferhan Odabaşı
13 Piergiuseppe Ellerani and Maurizio Gentile /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  93 ( 2013 )  12 – 17 
In 2000 the Italian district of Turin started growing a professional community composed of school teachers. This 
learning community is characterized by some interesting features: a) the duration of experience; b) the form and 
content of experience, progressively developed over ten years; c) the early idea of the project and the ongoing 
support – organizational and economic – provided by the Province of Turin; d) the methods adopted to provide in-
service teacher training; and e) the establishment of school networks through formal protocols, which apply the 
principle of school autonomy (new paradigm for Italian schools). 
During these years, some teachers improved – with specific in-service training – their profiles as “teacher as 
facilitator” and supervisor. They worked to build a network of teachers. Networked schools have intensified the 
sharing of management and teaching strategies for in-service training. As noted by the IARD Italian survey (2010), 
this aspect puts more emphasis on collaboration in order to enhance quality.  
2. Theory 
The culture of lifelong learning is connected with students’ improvement (Darling-Hammond, 2009) and the 
orientation of teachers’ work toward the improvement of the results of each pupil. Improving the professional 
knowledge of teachers becomes a critical step for transforming schools and for increasing the quality of the whole 
system. Too often teachers’ personal learning and professional development is isolated from their practice (Carroll, 
2010). 
The literature increasingly describes how teachers learn by working with their colleagues in professional learning 
communities (PLCs), by engaging in continual dialogue and by examination of their practice and student 
performance to develop and enact more effective instructional practices (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, 
Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009).  
The positive effects of professional communities that operate beyond the school level have been documented by a 
number of researchers. These are often organized via networks that connect teachers around subject matter or other 
shared educational concerns (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995; Fullan, 1991). 
A professional learning community can be defined as the whole of teachers, principals, administrative staff and 
researchers, working together to progressively improve and develop students’ learning (Hord & Sommers, 2008; 
DuFour, 2004; Zepeda, 2008). Although each professional learning community is unique, their main features can be 
identified by the collaboration and decision making among peers and the democratic behaviour. Other 
characteristics of professional learning communities are expressed through the practices activated by various 
components inside the community: beliefs, values and shared vision; supportive and distributed leadership; 
cooperative learning among adults; positive conditions of climate; trust; shared practices; sustainable development; 
peer support; and continual self-assessment (Hord & Sommers, 2008; Zepeda, 2008; Fullan, 2005). As research 
deepens our understanding of how teachers learn, many scholars have begun to place greater emphasis on job-
embedded and collaborative teacher learning (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, Richardson & Orphanos, 2009). 
This aspect is very important for building teaching culture. As demonstrated by Talis’ survey (2009), teachers’ 
beliefs influence their teaching methods. As a consequence, it is necessary to build professional learning 
communities that are able to express a professional culture focused on continual innovation and professional 
collaboration. 
This perspective is connected with culturalist theory (Bruner, 1996). A school’s culture shows how it 
communicates – as a whole – including the attitudes and beliefs that support internal and external actions. Schools 
express their culture as a way to solve human problems and every type of human transaction, represented in 
symbolic form. Improving the culture of learning as a community is necessary for the to encourage a lifelong 
learning perspective. 
At the same time the school culture is a culture of leadership (Deal & Peterson, 1999); this type of culture 
involves people who stimulate and support a strong commitment to teaching through reflective practices in action. A 
regular practice of teachers in professional communities is visiting and observing each other’s classrooms. Peers 
provide feedback and assistance to support individual learning, community improvement and ultimately student 
learning (Hord, 1997). 
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This perspective introduces practices that have with a sense of connection, adaptability and support. The result is 
a greater capacity to sustain improvement and innovation as well as deeper values and motivations (Fullan, 1999). 
The reflection and research on leadership have chronologically gone through three main phases, moving from the 
theory of personality features, through situated theory, until the recent evolution of transformational theory and 
empowering leadership (Wald & Castleberry, 2010). 
3. Method 
This paper presents an exploratory study carried out in the province of Turin. Since the year 2000, the 
Educational Service Center of the province has produced a series of actions; these have ranged from training courses 
for teachers in service developed through school networks to continuing professional development for teachers 
supported by a digital web-based environment (www.apprendimentocooperativo.it).  
The participating teachers, in addition to the usual work in their schools, were encouraged formed to develop 
services for the training, supervising and monitoring of activities of other colleagues in their own or different 
schools. An open public system of in-service training, qualified and professional, was built to facilitate lifelong 
learning. In this way it was possible to create favourable conditions for each teacher to access supervision, coaching 
and monitoring (see Tab.1). 
We tried to collect the following data: a) the impact of training on teachers’ educational competences (e.g. 
classroom management, improvement of pupils cognitive abilities, etc.); b) the role of individual and social factors 
associated to training transfer; c) the impact of a group of teachers operating as coaches for the implementation of 
cooperative learning methods in different schools; d) the role of networks of schools in the improvement of teaching 
and learning quality; and e) the nature and the dynamics of a professional community of learning constituted of 
expert teachers (Tab.2).  
The data were analysed using both quantitative and qualitative methods. We interviewed 293 teachers and 18 
expert teachers. We collected the quantitative data through a web engine solution based on the Opinio platform. We 
had 293 respondents out of the 542 subjects on the CeSeDi database (54%).  
Table 1: Territorial organizations and supporting services managed by CeSeDi 
 
Type of organization Number of institutions involved Services Roles 
No of 
people 
CeSeDi 
(district)   1 Central  teacher training 
Admin; 
training 
management; 
virtual environment 
4 
 Area of  district  6 
Supervision; 
coaching; 
training 
Teachers as area  
facilitators 15 
 
 
School 
networks 
min 5 – max 12 
(total 82 schools) 
Training; 
dissemination; 
parent and 
association 
involvement 
Teachers as 
school facilitators 20 
External 
counsellors   
4 (training agencies or 
universities) 
Cross-area and 
cross-network  8 
 
Table 2: Design model 
 
Subjects No % Types of survey instrument  Data 
Teacher facilitators 9 60 Focus group 
Autobiography 
(writing 
interview) 
SWOT Qualitative (textual analysis) (c) (d) (e) 
In-service training 
teachers 293 54 Questionnaire Quantitative (a) (b) 
Principals (school 
networks’ referees)  9 100 In-depth interview 
Qualitative (textual 
analysis) (c) (d) (e) 
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4. Findings 
With regard to the definition of the profile of teacher as facilitator we analysed in this paper three aspects: a) the 
time used to improve the specific role; b) the actions realized in the role; and c) the types of activity used to improve 
the network of schools and improve the quality of teaching in a PLC. Data were collected using a data set (for 
quantitative activity) and a textual matrix, which led to a categorization of items according to type of action. 
Qualitative data (biographical matrices of professional roles) were collected with textual software (Taltac). 
 
Table 3: Teacher as facilitator: time in addition to their usual work in their schools 
Average (h) Personal training as 
teacher (h) 
Specific training 
teacher as facilitator 
(h) 
Time for role with 
colleagues (h) 
Total time   
(h) 
Year  2611 1204 2244 6059 
Teacher as facilitator  44 20 37 101 
(Total time) 435 200 374 867 
Table 4: Teacher as facilitator: profile from biographical matrix  
 Actions inside  school networks (district) 
Actions outside  
school networks (Italy) 
Profile Team building* Method 
Teacher 
training* Innovation* Teacher skills Innovation* 
Cultural 
development 
Facilitator Building group work 
Defining 
training 
models; 
observation 
of teaching; 
supervising; 
 
Leading 
teacher 
training 
 
Comparing 
methodologies; 
organizing 
new learning 
environments; 
building 
school networks 
Communication; 
problem solving; 
distributed 
leadership 
Comparing 
practices; 
comparing 
methodologies 
Developing 
school vision 
*Using the cooperative learning method 
 
The collection of actions shows two interesting aspects of the “teacher as facilitator” profile. The first (Tab.3) is 
the training time invested in personal training activity in service and in facilitating the innovation of colleagues. 
Data are relevant because the time (101 hours) is in addition to their compulsory working time. Talis’ survey (2009) 
shows that teachers from the research countries in general had 15.3 days of professional development in the 18 
months prior to the survey. Italian teachers as facilitators in Turin District had 22.5 days every year.  
The second aspect (Tab.4) is the general profile of a teacher as facilitator. We analysed biographical matrices and 
actions during the performance of their role with colleagues. Teachers as facilitators realized actions to build groups, 
to lead supervision and to suggest innovation, and activities that develop skills and teachers’ lifelong learning. Some 
aggregates of text illustrate the undertaken actions: 
 “As a facilitator I suggested creating a path of cooperative learning during the self-update meetings with the 
teachers. Previously, the meetings were not organized; they were often left to chance. I thought that time could be 
used to start a process of discussion and sharing of certain issues such as curriculum, methodology, instructional 
design and common goals. Teachers have begun to build a common vision of school.” (Fac_G_3) 
 “We organized a calendar of meetings in the afternoon, with colleagues interested in reviewing the significant 
aspects of cooperative learning and in reinforcing the use of the methodology ... These activities transformed the 
belief of teachers. The strength of the school lies in its teachers and in their ability to learn continuously. Giving 
space to cooperative planning allowed us to grow the idea of a shared school.” (Fac_P_4) 
 “Firstly I started working with my colleagues in chemistry, with the idea that if you don’t create teamwork you 
don’t build much. I believe in the importance of social participation as the engine of my actions ... I tried to relate 
with enthusiasm, urging colleagues, trying to “pull” them but also being careful to leave space to others, learning 
together and, identifying the action that correspond to the key principles of cooperative learning.” (Fac_G_4) 
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The “teacher as facilitator” profile was articulated by a lot of specific activities (Tab.5).  
 
Table 5: Teacher as facilitator: activity to build and improve a quality network of schools  
 
 Type of activity %  Type of activity % 
1 Dissemination in other schools 7.8 9 Realize materials for district and zone meetings 4.7 
2 District welcome meetings 3.8 10 Document activity with video 1.6 
3 District training meetings 5.0 11 Realize units for colleagues 4.7 
4 Design and build networks of schools 3.8 12 Organize teacher training 3.8 
5 Build and coordinate team in own school 3.8 13 Lead teacher training 9.4 
6 Team design of zone activity 9.7 14 Lead teacher as facilitator (coaching) 4.4 
7 Contact institutions 7.8 15 Lead workshop  4.7 
8 Write articles for colleagues and website 7.8 16 Lead supervisor 6.3 
 
The questionnaire data shed light on several aspects of CeSeDi’s training project. For instance, teachers reached a 
positive view of cooperative learning training: 67.7% of subjects assessed the cooperative learning courses as “very 
effective”. The elapsed time between the end of the course and the transfer of cooperative learning to the classroom 
is relatively low: 60.5% of those asked stated that the elapsed time between the end of the course and the classroom 
implementation of cooperative learning is “less than a week”. The observation of the differences between the first 
answer - 43% - and the following ones - 59% - is very impressive. These results suggest the strength of the design 
project for cooperative learning training – conceived as a model for the classes – for promoting a transfer process 
from training to classroom. 
Cooperative learning courses were delivered along with other training activities based on topics such as “learning 
assessment”, “curriculum design”, “teaching students with special educational needs”, “classroom climate” and 
“motivation to learn”.  
Finally, we ran a PCA (principal component analysis) on the part of the questionnaire that addressed individual 
and social factors. The main goal of the analysis was to study the underlying structure of training transfer. Prior to 
performing the PCA, the suitability of the data for factor analysis was assessed. An inspection of the correlation 
matrix revealed the presence of many coefficients of .30 and above. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin value was .88, 
exceeding the recommended value of .60, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity reached statistical significance, supporting 
the factorability of the correlation matrix.  
 
5. Discussion 
In their review of the impact of induction programmes, Ingersoll and Kralik (2004) found that mentoring 
programmes increase teacher retention. The activities of the group facilitators in the Turin district enabled facilitator 
teachers to initially benefit from individual and group training to acquire competence in relation to their role; 
successively they could develop a professional learning community with the aim of creating further communities. 
This progression is confirmed by their consideration of the facilitators group as the group that allows the exchange 
of practices, the design of new educational models, the reflection on professional development, and the delivery of 
emotional support for the work. Furthermore, the activities could then be realized with other groups of teachers in 
other schools in the networks; these teachers, in turn, once they benefited individually or in a group from the initial 
training, set up professional learning communities in their own schools.  
In line with other research on professional development, collegial, job-embedded models of support appear to 
have more effect on practice than traditional workshop models of training (Wei, Darling-Hammond, Andree, 
Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009). 
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6. Conclusion 
The research shows how a professional learning community is effective – if it is intentionally initiated with 
specific purposes and structured within a school institution (Hord, 1998; Zepeda, 2008) and a built network of 
schools. It enables the following aspects: improvement of teaching, distributed accountability, colleague support for 
accomplishing the tasks learned in the courses, participatory decision making, leadership empowerment, 
involvement in the organization and identity creation. 
In Italy these aspects are significant and have led us to consider organizational change and new ideas for 
professional development as necessary. It can build a greater sense of effectiveness in teachers (Talis, 2009). As 
demonstrated by the IARD Italian survey (2010), teachers appreciate being helped by colleagues. However, for this 
to happen, we need to create space, time and new organizations to develop professional learning communities as 
lifelong learning environments. 
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